Service versus education, what are we talking about?
To investigate the degree of variability in perception as related to the service versus education issue in general surgery residency education. A survey questionnaire was designed with 15 scenarios constructed by the author to represent an array of resident experiences with differing educational and noneducational value. After appropriate Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, the survey was administered to a variety of medical student, resident, and faculty groups. Individual and intergroup variability was assessed. Large, university-affiliated teaching hospital. A total of 137 questionnaires were returned from medical students, residents, and attending physicians encompassing several medical specialties and a broad range of clinical experience. In all, 7 of 15 scenarios resulted in statistically significant different response patterns across specialties and 8 of 15 scenarios across levels of experience. Individual responses spanned nearly all possible responses for most scenarios. Considerable variability exists across individuals as well as groups in the interpretation of the types of experiences that represent service, education, or both in general surgery residency training. Arriving at a quantifiable balance in service versus education in general surgery resident education may never be possible given the variability in interpretation of the various activities residents perform. This must be kept in mind in both interpreting the results of the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) survey and also when designing educational activities within a program.